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The Emigration of S0ren Kierkegaard
by Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong
John and Jane Doe, USA, are pretty well aware that Denmark
exports the best butter, bacon, and cheese in the world to the
world. But perhaps not even Jens and Tina Jensen, second and
third generation Danish-Americans, realize the extent to which the
second-to-none thoughts of a nineteenth century Dane have
emigrated and are emigrating to the whole wide world . Indeed,
they are valued more by the world than by Danes in Denmark,
who can hardly conceal their surprise that the world now pays
more attention to S¢.ren Aabye Kierkegaard (1813-1865) than to
Hans Christian Andersen . The Danes were roundly scolded for this
in Berlingske Tidende (January 13, 1980) by Roger Poole, professor
at Nottingham University, England .
" When will the Danes discover Kierkegaard in earnest?" asked
Henrik Stangerup, the interviewer.
" Never, I believe," answered Roger Poole. " The world will
appropriate him now with the Princeton edition of all his works.
Then we can say it makes no difference whether Kierkegaard is
Danish or not. His thoughts will share in rescuing us and leading us
out of this century if there is any possibility or hope of that at all.
Whether or not they wanted or want it, the Danes have produced a
world figure .... He is the Dane's way back to history . The way for all
of us ."
The thoughts of an obscure philosopher-theologian did not
long rema in confined to the obscure dialect of a small country. In
Germany, about twenty-five years after Kierkegaard 's death , there
began a stream of translations and studies culminating in the
1960's in two different contemporary German translations of the
collected works. In France, a new translation of the fu II series of
the works is nearing completion . In Italy, in the last thirty years
numerous works have been translated, including a superb large
selection from the journals and papers . The same thing is
appearing in Spanish . The Spanish philosopher, Miguel Unamuno
(1864-1936), declared that he learned Danish to read Ibsen and was
rewarded by reading Kierkegaard . The Greeks were quick to import
a Danish princess as queen but somewhat slower about importing
Kierkegaard's thought. Stages on Life's Way has been published in
part. An excellent scholarly edition of Repetition has been
published , and other works are in process. In Japan, there is an
amazing interest in Kierkegaard . Beginning with The Concept of
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Anxiety in 1930, publication in Japanese now includes all of
Kierkegaard's works, many of them in two or three translations and
in numerous editions.
Compared with the interest in Sp-en Kierkegaard in Germany,
the interest in the English-speaking world came late, but once it
commenced it multiplied mightily. Beginning in 1936 with the
translation of Philosophical Fragments by David Swenson
(1876-1940), the English-speaking world has not seen a year without
the publication of Kierkegaard translations in addition to books
and articles about Kierkegaard's thought. The torch of translating
Kierkegaard was handed, so to speak, from David and Lillian
Swenson to Walter Lowrie (1868-1959), whose rapid production of
translations of Kierkegaard's works and a biography of him
phenomenally increased interest in this nineteenth century Danish
thinker on his way to becoming a world phenomenon . The work
continued and continues in the hands of a former student of
Professor David Swenson, namely, Howard V. Hong, who is editor
and translator (assisted by Edna H. Hong and Gregor Malantschuk)
of the seven volumes of S(lren Kierkegaard's Journals and Papers
(Indiana University Press, 1968-1978). A new and complete edition
of Kierkegaard's Writings, with Howard V . Hong as general editor,
is in the process of being published by Princeton University Press
in twenty-six volumes . The first five volumes, including Letters and
Documents, have been issued.
In the meantime, while Kierkegaard's books and journals were
being translated into English, his thoughts were filtering into the
literary world through modern thinkers who were greatly
influenced by him - namely, Unamuno, Marcel , Barth, Heidegger,
and Sartre. After the Victorian period of bright faith in inevitable
progress and perfection was shattered by two world wars , both
major and minor poets and writers began to see Kierkegaard as a
modern , as a profound thinker who foresaw the present human
condition a hundred years earlier. Most of the important postwar
literature in some way reflects Kierkegaard's existential diagnosis of
the human condition, so much so that in literary criticism his
name is constantly linked with Dostoevsky and Kafka. Joyce Carol
Oates, for example, wrote in New Heaven, New Earth, a critical
study of America's leading writers : "Not Faulkner, however, or
Nathaniel West, but Kafka and Kierkegaard are [Flannery]
O'Oconnor's most important ancestors . ... It is the revelation of a
transcendental world of absolute value beyond the cheap, flashy
wasteland of modern America that is O'Connor's real concern ."
Indeed , what seems to have happened in this post-two-wars
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age is that the novelists and intellectuals see far better than the
theologians and the Church the ingenuity and the tenacity of the
dehumanizing forces in secularism and materialism. The novels of
Flannery O'Connor, Joyce Carol Oates, Walker Percy, Saul Bellow,
William Faulkner, John Updike, Robert Penn Warren, J.D. Salinger,
and Morman Mailer read like a master spy's report on the hidden
strength and secret tactics of the very cunning enemy skulking in
our secular, materialistic world . They grapple with issues that
plague the modern conscience and reflect the choices illuminated
by Kierkegaard , choices that may be summed up in every
individual's choice between the City of Light and the City of
Darkness. Likewise, the poetry of T.S. Eliot, W.H. Auden, James
Dickey, and others reflect the spiritual crisis of the modern ages of
foreseen by Kierkegaard .
It is hardly strange that S¢.ren Kierkegaard saw himself as a
secret agent of the spirit or an early warning system of the
consequences of the loss of self in its denial of God. " What I have
said to myself about myself is true - I am a kind of secret agent
in the highest service. The police use secret agents, too. It is not
always just the men with the best and purest lives who are selected
for this, quite the reverse ; the police use the ingenuity of
cunning, wily criminals, at the same time forcing them with the
consciousness of vita ante acta. Alas , God uses sinners in the same
way . But the police do not think of reforming their secret agents.
God does" (St.en Kierkegaard's Journals and Papers, VI , 6192) .
" When I so frequently have compared myself to a secret agent, a
doomed person with more than ordinary knowledge of all kinds of
counterfeiting but who is himself placed under the strictest
supervision, this is a completely true and very descriptive
comparison " (JP VI 6922).
The fascination of the modern mind with his concepts of
paradox, despair, anxiety, the single individual, subjectivity, the
leap, etc., Kierkegaard foresaw as well. He was ironically aware
that most of his works were not read widely in his lifetime. With
Hume he could have said that most of them " fell stillborn from the
press ." Only seventy copies of his extraordinary crucial work,
Concluding Unscientific Postscript, were sold in the decade
between its publication and his death . But that he would be read
by future generations Kierkegaard was positively sure . In his
journal of 1850 he wrote: "It is at times hard for me .. . to have to
stand on the outside as a superfluity, as an impractical
exaggeration . The matter is quite simple. Conditions are not yet
confused enough for people to make proper use of me . . . . But
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they will come to discover that it will end with conditions
becoming so desperate that they must use desperate people like
me and my kind" (JP VI 6709).
Thus it is not only because of his unique use of his intensely
creative imagination or because of his masterful style of writing
that Kierkegaard is published extensively today. Had he only loved
the Danish language, "dialect" though it was, and exploited it with
consummate care and at times with beguiling charm, he would not
be translated and read throughout the world today. The reason is
simply that he speaks to our condition . The substance of his
thought drives deeply into issues of which people are more acutely
aware than they were in the mid-nineteenth century. This, he
affirmed, was his primary aim : to make people aware . He also
maintained that if one is to lead another, one must first go where
that person is . In our day, we may not know exactly where we are,
but neither do we have the illusion that we know. Therefore we are
at least more open than were Kierkegaard's contemporaries to
acknowledge the issues and be pointed to possibilities . We ask
with more anguish : What does it mean to be human? A simple
question , but we have become confused enough to ask it again as
Socrates asked it and as Jesus Christ came to show us.
No doubt, there is not in Kierkegaard's thought the
encyclopedic scope of Aristotle and the systematic sweep, though
not quite completed, of Hegel. To them and other great thinkers
Kierkegaard was both indebted and genuinely respectful - except
that they forgot more or less the little question of human existing,
concrete individual human existing . Our age is the technical
analogy in vastness of power, but we too have forgotten the simple
question . But we are not at ease on our domesticated Olympus
and in our terrestrial Zion . Having tamed the universe, having put
God out for the night, and having antiseptically cleansed ourselves
of all mystery, we find that we are our own greatest enigma, bent
unwillingly but predictably on our own destruction and the
destruction of our world . And this explains the rediscovery of
Kierkegaard . We have become confused enough to listen to
Kierkegaard's posing of the forgotten simple question.
Boris Pasternak once wrote a few pages for a German journal
on this question: " What is Man?" After a brief characterization of
man as a time-inhabiter, an actor of values, he closed with this
paragraph :
The Greeks knew this . The Old Testament understood this.
That this , however, is a mystery of self-sacrifice was
sharpened by the New Testament. As I took the first glance
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at the object of your question, I hoped to be able to recall
with value Nietzsche and his thought-world . But again the
old misunderstanding thrusts me back. His anti-Christianity
is itself an exploitation of the gospels . Did he not see what
his super-man leads to? Only a complete dilettante, a
a dillettante in everything, could be so blind . And why did
poor, less wel I-read, less educated S¢c"en Kierkegaard
understand it all?
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